Fishladder: A Student Journal of Art and Writing
Volume 13
Issue 1 4/01/2015

Article 17

2015

Ring Around Rosie
Kelly Brown
Grand Valley State University

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/fishladder
Recommended Citation
Brown, Kelly (2015) "Ring Around Rosie," Fishladder: A Student Journal of Art and Writing: Vol. 13 : Iss. 1 , Article 17.
Available at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/fishladder/vol13/iss1/17

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Fishladder: A Student Journal of
Art and Writing by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

Kelly Brown

Ring Around Rosie
You were 18 when you shot a horse for the first time. You hit her
straight in the middle of the forehead and watched a red Mississippi
stream weave its way between two chestnut eyes. Her knees buckled
under the weight of a massive frame—body hitting the earth
sounded like a thunder crash across the Nevada sky.
He made you watch. Don’t turn your eyes, boy, he said and
you smelt the stale scent of smoke drip off his tongue. His hand
gripped your shoulder the way it had clenched the handlebars to
his 1957 Harley Sportster before he sold it early that summer. You
could see the black leather seat, worn from where his ass-cheeks had
dug themselves in as he shifted from side to side and in and out of
lanes throughout the years. He grabbed a silver flask with the name
“Jimmy” etched in cursive on the side from his back pocket and
tossed it over to you.
“Drink,” he said and you didn’t question him. You threw that
firewater down your throat hoping not to flinch.
There you both stood. The fields of the ranch up in Elko, Nevada
blew in a steady autumn breeze and the tops of the mountains
glistened in the evening sun. Ma’s horse, Lady, snorted one final time
before lying dead on the ground.
“Proud of ya, Rodney,” Dad said slapping you hard on the back.
“We’ll have to burn her.” He placed his calloused hands on his
round hips. His mustard yellow eyes scanned the decrepit ranch. He
had grown his beard long and it hung in thin strands off his face,
peppered with gray hairs. He smacked his fat lips together. “Let’s
keep that detail from Ma.”
—
“Whatcha thinking about?” Ma licked the grease from a chicken
thigh off her slick lips.
“Nothing.”
“Mhmm, sure.”
“Lady,” You said and that was all it took for Ma to look up from
her fat chicken thigh.
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“We don’t bring up Lady around here. Nope, not on this trip.
Cut that memory right outta your brain if you gotta.” She bit hard
into the chicken thigh and juice dripped onto the linoleum tabletop.
“This is my trip boy, and you better get with it.” You shook your head
yes. “This trip is about sunshine and reconnecting and really seeing
something....” She took one more bite of chicken before she set the
bone down and finished her thought. “And doing it all with my boy.
My son.” She gave you an I’m-sorry-we-waited-so-long smile and
patted you on the cheek. A hot, greased-up handprint burned into
your skin.
The trip. You thought that seemed like a title too simple for what
you and Ma were doing. A month ago she had placed three knocks
on your bedroom door. She walked on in and sat down on the edge
of your bed, hand-knit afghan sinking in around her thighs. I want
you to take me to the Bonneville Salt Flats. That’s where I want to
die, she said in a way that should have upset someone who hadn’t just
shot a horse a month ago.
Back in 1960 both your parents had moved out west from
Michigan, stopping at the flats to witness one of the annual speed
races. That was the year that Mickey Thompson became the first
American to break the 400 mph land speed record clocking in at
406.60 mph. People stood around hooting and hollering for each
driver and the western sun beat down on their tanned skin.
You were born the next day. Ma always said that something
about the vastness of it all—about the way the wind off the flat had
brushed against her belly—had coaxed you into the world. She said
there was something magical about the salt flats and that, whatever
that magic was, she wanted it around when she died.
By now, you and Dad had gotten used to hastening the end to
Ma’s life and that made it easier to talk about it. You all decided that
no matter what, Ma was going to die out on the flats. Dad wanted to
stay home. Said he couldn’t handle watchin’ his wife die like that.
Ma’s burning hand was still on your face and you pulled it down
to your lap. “Got it. We’ve already discussed this. You ready to get
back on the road?”
Ma sat back in the leather booth and pulled off the silk scarf tied
around her bald head. She wiped sweat from her forehead with the
back of her hand, cleared her throat and let out a gale-force wind of
a sigh.
“Give me a minute, would ya?” She pulled a bottle of pills from
her purse and threw two down without even a sip of water. They were
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painkillers the doctor had prescribed to comfort her through the end
of her life. Her fingers struggled to tie the scarf back around her head
so you reached over and did it for her. “Alright, let’s hit it!”
You came around the booth to help her up because even standing
was too hard for her now. She placed an arm around your neck and
the two of you walked in a weird, tangled arm embrace that looked
something like a couple at a middle school dance.
“Don’t forget to pay your bill, sir!” the waitress called from behind
the counter.
You propped Ma up in the front seat of your truck, placed the
flannel blanket over her lap and buckled her in.
“Such a good boy,” She said. You patted her on the shoulder and
told her you would take care of the bill. “Oh, I hope it wasn’t too
much. I’ve got a few pennies somewhere...”
Don’t worry about it, you said, and you headed into the diner to
pay the waitress. The bill came to $10 even and you paid two of it in
change. Money had been tight since Ma was diagnosed with stage 3
non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma.
You thought about how a month ago you were all sitting around
the kitchen table. Ma had just qualified for Hospice care but none of
you had the money to afford it. You all looked through medical bills,
maps, and paperwork as you planned out your trip to the salt flats.
Dad puffed on a cigar and let it hang out the corner of his mouth
as he leaned in his chair. He kept his eyes on the medical bills and
nothing else.
“Whadda we do if I don’t die when I get out there?” Ma had said
and you would have thought that was a harsh question to ask if it
wasn’t someone tough like Ma.
“I dunno...let’s not think about that yet.”
“Rodney, listen to your mother,” your dad said, his cigar bobbing
out the corner of his mouth like a fishing lure in a lake. It was the
first time he had opened his mouth.
“Well, we don’t got the money to pay for anything fancy. Could
use a gun...” Ma said.
Your dad stood up from the table now and headed out to the
barn, too frustrated to listen to the conversation any further.
“A gun? No. Absolutely not,” you placed a protective palm over
the handgun that hung in a leather slip on your belt.
“It’s my choice, Rodney.”
“But you’re not the one doing it.” You were frustrated because it
always felt like Ma forget that you were the one taking her to die.
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“Alright. Well, we’ll figure it out,” she said and you left the table
to head out to the barn.
By this point you had already gone through and sold as many
possessions as you could and saved up some money to pay the rest of
Ma’s medical bills and the gas for the trip. Dad had given up on the
ranch all together, ready to sell it once Ma was gone.
Moving to the ranch up in Elko had been Ma’s dream so
when Dad got lucky with a new job he bought the old ranch as an
anniversary present for her. She squealed like she was spooked by a
spider or something and ran into his arms crying, too excited to even
say thank you. Two days after buying the ranch she had purchased an
18 year old American Quarter horse named Lady. Later that day she
was on her way to pick up a set of chickens she planned on raising.
You don’t remember much of that time because Ma wasn’t sick
yet and all you cared about was Rosie.
—
You were 17 and sitting in your 1970 Chevy C10 on Pine Street
watching Rosie dance through the windows. Her body moved like
music—limbs stretching apart like a note from a song. She threw her
head back, eyes shut, and arms splayed open to the ceiling. Her feet
were tight and pointed and the muscles in her thighs were clenched
as she kept her body in place. She held the last movement, statuesque
and pure, before she packed up her bag.
Rosie yanked open the side door and it groaned in protest. Her
nimble body, frail as a toothpick but almost the shape of a woman’s,
hopped onto the seat next to you.
“Hi, Baby,” she said and squeezed your hand tight in hers. A
single drop of sweat fell from the top of her hair and down off the
edge of her cheekbone.
“How’d class go?” You wiped the droplet of sweat off her check,
replacing it with a kiss.
“For starters, the strap on my shoe finally broke.” She pulled her
dance bag open and held the slipper in her hand. You ignored the
shoe, not able to take your eyes off the late afternoon light reflecting
off her face. “So I can’t really wear these anymore. And, well...class is
just frustrating. It’s too easy.”
You knew this already. You’d seen Rosie dance enough times to
notice the difference between the ways her body moved compared to
the other students.
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And that was coming from someone who didn’t know nothin’
about dance.
“I’m sorry, Rosie. Maybe things will get better.” You took the
shoe from her hand and placed it back in her bag. You shoved it
under the dash. “I believe in you. I know you’re better than those
girls.”
“If I’m better than everyone else then why am I here? I should be
out in a big city. Somewhere like New York.” Rosie pulled her face to
look out the window as you drove her back to her parents place. You
could tell by the far-off gaze in her eyes that she was dreaming of
something.
New York. You tried to think of what the hell kinda stuff was in
New York.
“Why New York?”
“I dunno...I read in a magazine a while ago that there was a really
good modern dance company out there. Something like the Merce
Cunningham Dance Studio.” Her body weight softened and you
watched her water balloon breasts bob between the silk fabric of her
brassiere and her cotton blouse. You tried not to crash the truck. “I
think I could get in, Rodney.”
“Baby, you know what...I know you could get in.”
“Well, it’s just a dream anyways. Maybe someday it’ll happen.”
Rosie’s eyebrows sank down towards her nose and her mouth twisted
off to the side. “Maybe you could come with me.”
“Rosie...” you said, grabbing her hand across the shift, “I love you
like nothin’ I’ve ever loved before. I think about you when the sun
sets behind the mountains and rises up over the fields of the ranch. I
wanna go to New York with you if it means we can still be together.
Right now I just gotta think about Ma though.” You scratched the
place between your rough hairline and left ear.
“I know. Let’s not talk about it anymore.” She rubbed her hands
against her eyes and the space below them glowed a light shade of
red.
“Well, hey, look Rosie I got ya something,” you parked the car
in her parent’s driveway and pulled a box out from the backseat. You
tossed it over to her and it landed on her lap.
“What’s this for?”
“Nothing. Just something special for my Rosie.”
You watched her pull the ribbon from the box as her face lit up
again. Her hazy green eyes shifted from anger to happiness and she
pulled the desert colored dance shoes onto her lap.
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“Gosh, you shouldn’t have!” she squealed, the way most girls
do and you thought how that would have annoyed you if it weren’t
someone like Rosie.
“You’re welcome,” you said and your cheeks felt hot even inside
the air conditioned truck.
“We’ll figure something out with my dancing, and with Ma,” she
said and placed a tender, sugar filled kiss right onto your fat, bruised
lips.
—
You thought of that kiss, of Rosie’s soft lips on yours. You tossed
the small ring box in your leather coat pocket in your hand. After
Rosie left for New York you had gone out and bought it at the only
jewelry store in town. You knew you had to take Ma on this trip, that
what truly mattered was making sure she ended her life the way she
wanted, but you couldn’t help thinking of Rosie.
$5 in the tank was all you could afford and that was only
enough to fill it a quarter of the way. You dug around in the backseat
and found a few quarters along with the $3 that was in the glove
compartment.
“This disease is one hell of a rolla’ coaster. I take the pills, I get
sick. I don’t take the pills, I get sick. What pills will make me stop
getting’ sick?” Ma laughed, rubbing the rough skin on her neck. “Hell,
who am I to complain? Don’t got much time left anyways. And I
don’t really care.”
“Don’t talk like that, Ma.”
“Well it’s the Goddamn truth, Rodney. I ain’t afraid of it no
more. You shouldn’t be either. I’m ready to die.”
“You don’t gotta put it like that though.”
“I’ll put it how I want it, boy. It’s my disease. It’s my problem.”
She looked at you sternly, the same way she had when you had dug
up the entire backyard lookin’ for gold. “I can feel death just creepin’
its way in.” She shut her eyes and laid back in seat. “It’s right here,”
she pointed to the spot underneath her lungs. “It’s movin its way all
the way up here.” She drew a line from her lungs to her stomach and
up to her heart. “By the time we get to where we’re going it’ll have
made its way there already. Hopefully.”
“Ma.”
“Drive, Rodney.”
The engine of your truck ticked four times before it let out a puff
of black smoke and shook to a start. It was a gift from Dad and even
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though it ran like shit and guzzled up gas you couldn’t let it go.
You pulled out from the gas station, tires skidding across the hot
pavement, and headed towards the Bonneville Salt Flats. Mountain
ranges lined the road as you went and Ma hummed Dolly Parton as
she filed her nails.
—
You were almost 18 when the door to the barn at the ranch
swung open and the leather boots, the ones that could only belong
to Rosie, walked through the door. She moved with presence – the
grace of a trained dancer – and her feet carried her as if they were
skating across a frozen pond. Her hair was ironed, silk straight and
parted down the middle. Long gone were the days of floral skirts and
turtleneck sweaters. Rosie was a woman now and she wanted to show
it.
She placed her hands around the curves of your neck, not even
phased by the scent of chicken shit and old milk. She pressed her
candy, colored lips on yours and they tasted like butter and chocolate.
You felt your knees grow weak like they had since day one.
“I’ve missed you,” you said as you brushed a strand of her hair out
of her eyes.
“I know. Me too.”
Rosie looked tired. The skin under her eyes had turned the color
of a starless night sky and her once olive green irises had faded to
the shade of burnt grass in the middle of July. She’d been busy taking
classes over at her dance center on Pine Street. If she wasn’t at school
she was working at the diner where you had met her when you were
just 14.
“Been dancing a lot?” The question felt rough and simple coming
off your tongue. If you still had the time to pick her up from the
dance center you’d know how she was, but Ma kept you busy most
days.
“Yeah. I’m exhausted.” She sat down on one of the benches your
dad had made and leaned her back against the wall. “But, if I wanna’
go anywhere then I gotta work and I gotta keep dancing.”
“Yeah...I get it.” You sat down next to her and placed your oily
hand on her thigh. It was bare and the feeling of her skin burned
under your palm. “I’ve really, really, missed being with you.”
“I know, Rodney. I’m sorry.” She grabbed your hands, placing a
tender kiss on each.
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“Well...how’s dance going?”
“Same. I’m stuck where I’m at. I can’t grow here.” She unbuttoned
the top of her blouse and fanned her skin from the late August heat.
The barn felt like the inside of an old gym shoe, two days old. “I feel
like I could be so much better.”
You knew Rosie still dreamed of going to New York. You knew
that she lied when she said the extra hours at the diner were to save
up for Christmas presents.
“I’ve got enough money to head to New York now,” she said, eyes
pressed towards the ground. “At least enough to get me there.”
You stood up from the bench and paced in front of Rosie,
running your sweaty hands through your coarse hair. You smoothed
the curls out over your head and tucked a few long strands behind
your ears. Ma hadn’t cut your hair in months and it had grown to
an uncomfortable length. The ends were always pressed against your
neck, coated in cold sweat.
Dancing in New York. You didn’t know if you understood Rosie’s
desire to go there but you did know that she was good enough to do
it. She was good enough to do anything.
“Well...” you tugged on each finger, “go.”
“Whadda you mean go?”
“I mean, you should go to New York, Rosie. You should go to
New York and you should dance. I love you and that won’t change,”
You sat down next to her again, “but New York is your dream. If
you’ve got enough money then what’s stopping you?”
“But...I can’t leave you. You’re it for me, Rodney.” The seat under
her thighs screeched as she turned to face you. “Come with me.”
You didn’t respond.
“Baby, really. Come with me. We can move to New York together.
I can dance and you can, I dunno, work in a shop, go to school...”
You thought about what life in New York might be like. You
thought about the lack of mountains and how there weren’t any salt
flats in a place like New York.
“I can’t Rosie. Ma...”
She sighed because she knew you were right.
“Yeah. Ma.” She cradled her head in her hands, face between her
knees. “I want you to come.”
“I want to go with you too, Rosie. Maybe when Ma is better. We
can write letters.”
“It won’t be the same,” she said and you could tell she was
choking on tears.
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“Go to New York, Rosie.”
“I’m sorry, Rodney.” She said and leaned forward to place her
salted lips on your forehead and you felt one of her tears drop onto
your cheek. You turned your face just in time to catch a last glimpse
of her hips swaying as she walked out of the barn. She turned and
mouthed the words I love you and headed into the setting sun of that
August night.
—
The gas tank read almost empty and you still had 35 miles to go.
“Shit.”
“What?” Ma stirred from her sleep and sat up. “What happened?”
Her eyes were only half open.
“Nothin. Just gotta get gas.” You pulled the blanket back up
around her neck. “Lay down, Ma.”
She refused and shoved her hands into her sweatpants pocket,
digging around for change. “This trip’s run me dry. And your daddy
spent all our money on booze.
“Don’t just blame him. You spent a lot of it too,” you said,
somewhat under your breath but loud enough for her to hear.
“Don’t talk to me like that,” she said with a sharpness to her
words that could cut through steel. “Damnit, I’m sorry, Rodney. It’s
the pain talkin’. Your daddy was the one who wanted me to buy all
that stuff for the ranch anyways. It’s this disease that’s sucked all the
money out of us.”
“Sure,” you nodded your head, knowing that what she said about
Dad spending all the money was a lie. You turned in your seat to look
at Ma. Her face was the color of the ashes in the fire pit back at the
ranch. “It’s alright Ma. I’ll figure it out.”
“You gotta get me to the end of the world,” She pointed right
below her chest. “It’s here, giving my lungs a big ole hug.”
Ma fell back asleep and you drove on for another ten miles or so
before you came to a gas station and pulled in, shutting the engine
off. You had exactly $4.89. Not enough to get you to the salt flats.
You drummed your fingers on the steering wheel trying to think of a
plan.
You thought of Rosie. Of how you wish you would’ve saved
enough money to make it all the way to New York to see her once
Ma died. You knew that wasn’t what she wanted though. She never
responded to your letters and the two of you hadn’t spoken since she
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had left. You loved Rosie, but you loved Ma too. You pulled the ring
box out from your pocket and headed into the convenience store.
Behind the counter of the gas station was a Hispanic man whose
name-tag read Carlos. He flipped through a LIFE magazine and
smoked a brown cigar that was as fat as a hot dog.
“Evening, sir,” you said, dropping your change and stray crumpled
bills down on the counter.
“What can I do for you boy?”
“I’m trying to get my Ma to the Bonneville Salt Flats. She’s real
sick. This is all I’ve got for gas and I’ll need more than that to get her
there.”
“Sorry, son. No favors,” he turned back to his magazine.
“Sir. Please.”
“Son, I don’t want to have to repeat myself.”
You sighed real big, tugging on each finger as you paced in front
of the counter. There was nothing left to sell and no money in the
truck. All you had left was Rosie’s ring.
“What about this?” you said opening the ring box and placing it
on the counter. The diamond shone under the lights of the store and
the gold band reflected yours and Carlos’s face in it.
“Shooo-weee!” Carlos said. “Where in the devils name didya find
that beauty?”
“Doesn’t matter. How much gas will it get me?”
“Son...That there ring is more than just gas. I used to work down
at this jewelry store and we’d pay lots for a stone like that.”
“How much gas will it get me?”
“You really might want to consider selling this instead.”
“Sir, how much gas?”
“Fill your tank.” Carlos said, shutting the box and slipping it into
his corduroy jacket. “Grab a soda and a snack while you’re at it.”
You left the gas station without a soda or a snack or Rosie’s ring.
Your pocket felt light without the weight of the box in it. You filled
the tank and shimmied into the truck. The engine clicked and started
up and you felt funny with the ring gone from you pocket.
“Where’d you get that money from?” Ma asked, pointing at the
gas meter.
“It doesn’t matter.”
“Let’s go,” she said, eyes glazed over, hands pressed to her heart.
She lay her head back on the seat and you pulled the blanket up tight
around her neck. Her skin felt cold and hard to the touch. She smiled
at you and turned her eyes to look out the window.
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The two of you sat in silence for the next 30 miles. Mountains
passed by the windows and the sound of Bob Dylan singing “Girl
from the North Country” streamed through the truck speakers. An
early fall sun cast shapeless shadows throughout the truck.
You reached across the seat and grabbed Ma’s hand. It felt limp,
cold and dead. She didn’t wake so you squeezed it a bit and glanced
over to watch her chest rise and fall. Her breath sounded laborious
and had slowed down to an uneven pace. She’d occasionally cough,
attempting to clear her throat, before settling back into her sleep.
You wanted to remember Ma as she was in 1960, standing on the
Bonneville Salt Flat with a hand on her swollen belly. She was free
spirited then—a painter who cared too much about music and not
enough about finances and reality. Her curled hair blew in the wind
as she tilted her head up to the western sky, a hand intertwined with
Dad's. You could hear her yelling for Mickey as he broke the land
speed record. You pictured dad smiling as he watched his glowing,
pregnant wife jump for joy at the sight of a car flying off into the
distance. You wanted to remember Ma like this—like the way she
was supposed to still be.
Her breath was inaudible now and you squeezed her hand again
in a sad attempt to keep her awake. She didn’t move so you squeezed
it tighter, then tighter again.
“Ma,” You said as you shook her hand, “Ma, wake up.”
She didn’t move.
“Shit.”
You pulled the car into a black paved lot to the side of the one
track road. You parked the truck, engine dying off. You unbuckled
Ma and began to shake her a bit.
“Come on, Ma. Hey...hey, wake up. Ma.” You whispered because
you felt like it was the right thing to do in a time like this.
“Hmph,” she moaned, eyes barely opening. You could feel a wisp
of her breath against the back of your hand and you sighed because
she was alive. “Rodney....”
Her eyes opened enough to look like a half-full moon and
revealed jet black pupils. The blood from her face was gone and the
small amount of rouge she wore stood out against her blue-grey skin.
“Ma.” You helped her sit up in the car seat and placed a pillow
behind her back for support. “You gotta stay awake.” You were almost
there—five more miles. Ma already had her eyes shut again so you
squeezed her hand and whispered we’re here in her ear because you
knew you’d never make.
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She opened the slits of her eyes just enough and tilted her head
to look out the window at the empty parking lot.
“Well hell...” she choked, “would you look at that?” She wiped
her eyes, smearing a bit of black mascara down her cheek. “Just like I
remembered it.”
The black pavement looked like glass and your rusty old truck
reflected itself in it. The spotlights that surrounded the lot bounced
off the wet ground and into the air and if you didn’t already know it
you might have thought it was light outside.
You looked out the window and tried not to think of Ma. You
tried not to think of Rosie and a kiss from her on your lips. You
thought of the missing weight of the ring box in your pocket. The
truck was silent and you stared up at the moth-ball freckled sky.
You turned to Ma, whose eyes were permanently shut now, and
placed a light kiss on her hand. You wanted to say I love you but
didn’t because you were 19 then and did you really even know what
love was anyway.
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